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                                                        DISSERTATION PROPOSAL. 
Modernising the Mental Health Act could see more Autistic adults in our communities: Are the police prepared for this?
Introduction – Research Background
According to Debbaudt and Rothman (2001), Autistic individuals are more like to have police contact, compared to the general population.  Crane et al (2016) explain that the addition of sensory and communication difficulties associated with autism, can cause an increase in the likelihood of adverse outcomes. 
UK Government (2018) explain that families of these individuals feel Learning difficulties (LD) and Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) should not be defined as a mental disorder, as they are lifelong disabilities and not treatable conditions. The Department of Health and Social Care (2021) propose changes to the Mental Health Act (MHA) 1983, that neither LD nor Autism will be considered a mental disorder for which someone can be detained for treatment, unless there is a co-occurring MH condition identified. Community alternatives are to be made available instead.  The 14 week consultation period is currently in place, before the draft bill is brought forward to parliament.
[bookmark: _GoBack]According to the National Health Service (NHS) (2021), in June, 2021, there were 2075 individuals with LD in inpatients mental health hospitals, 1200 (58%) of these are individuals with ASD. UK government (2018) explain that some people, including patients and carers, believe that the current MHA is the only framework to keep individuals safe when they are at their most vulnerable. If this framework is removed, there is a risk no care will be provided,leading to ASD individuals being misdiagnosed with mental disorders, in order to obtain care, or even worse, these individuals could be forced in to the Criminal Justice System, which is not able or intended to cater for their needs. 
As shown in fig 1 the peak time for mental health related incidents are between 3-6pm on weekday, at the end of the working day for other organisations, and 5-10pm on weekends, meaning that there’s a shift in responsibility from trained professionals to the police (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Service (HMICFRS) (2018). 
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Figure 1: Hourly mental health incident pattern. This graph shows the number of emergency calls made over a 24 hour period during weekdays and weekends (HMICFRS, 2018).
Research rationale.
Although police do their best to respond to mental health incidences, it means  sufferers of mental-ill health are likely to receive a poorer service (HMICFRS, 2018). Ultimately, this could result in critical incidences which impact the public’s confidence on policing. One example was an ASD individual known as ZH who had an aversion of being touched. He was restrained by police in 2008. Officers perceived the need to take control of the situation, but none of them were aware of the features of autism, the problems it presented and how to best deal with the situation. The case highlighted the need for autism awareness within public services (ZH (A protected party by GH, his litigation friend) vs The commissioner of Police for the Metropolis, 2012).
According to Hepworth (2017), a systematic literature search finds little research on the initial stages of criminal investigation involving ASD individuals. Little attention has been paid to the rights of the individual during the criminal justice process. Holloway et al (2020) conducted one of the first studies that explore the difficulties of ASD individuals during the custody process and what adjustments could be made to support their wellbeing. This study will inform this research to see if officers are aware of these adjustments and if they are being offered and utilised. 
The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) 1984 – Code G Revised, 2012, states that sufficient information must be given to the arrested person, so that they understand why their liberty is being deprived (Bryant and Bryant (2020)). According to Hepworth (2017), a failure to understand the caution, and having impairments in social communication can put individuals with ASD, at risk of self-incrimination. Parsons and Sherwood (2015) conducted a study using 2 pages of symbol based sheets in custody with ASD suspects. This study presented positive results, but it is not known if it is widely used in custody settings. 
Similar research to which I intend to carry out was conducted by Laura et al (2016). Surveys were carried out with police officers and the ASD community in England and Wales. This study revealed discrepancies between officers opinions and experiences. 47% of officers reported that they were ‘fairy knowledgeable’ on ASD. However, it is possible that there are discrepancies between self-reported competence and professional conduct in practice. Many of the ASD community respondents felt that an inappropriate physical environment, such as custody suite and interview rooms, led to emotional stress and a breakdown in communication. This research was conducted before the proposed changes to the MHA. With these changes in mind, its findings are of further relevance to inform police policies. The aim of the research is to establish how prepared the police are for a potential influx of police suspects with ASD. The main objectives of the research is to:
· Explore current police practices when dealing with autistic adults. 
· Critically evaluate reasonable adjustments within the custody environment.
· Determine if current Police Education Qualification Framework (PEQF) is sufficient, in relation to Autism. 
Research Methodology.
According to Kumar and Singh (2015), research is important for generating the information to its developments, and it is a scientific and systematic search for information on a particular topic. For the purpose of this research, it is thought that a mixed methods approach of qualitative and quantitative research, would be more suitable to obtain the required knowledge. Denscombe (2010) suggests the mixing of methods can be valuable for the accuracy of findings, checking for bias in research methods and to develop research instruments. An advantage can be that it involves a heightened sensitivity to the nature of triangulation. A disadvantage could be that findings from the different methods do not corroborate each other. However, the aim is to use the different methods on different groups of police officers, which could explain differences in findings, due to the one group having had more time in their role, and likely having had more experiences with ASD individuals, and maybe different training. 
The mixed methods proposed is intended to carry out quantitative and qualitative methods to obtain data from newly qualified police Officers, and more experienced custody Sergeants, to obtain a broader knowledge without bias. The quantitative research will be an internet questionnaire, sent to police officers who have completed the new PEQF training since 2019. The aim will be to obtain data on current police training on autism, and to explore police practices and reasonable adjustments that they can offer. It is thought that this method will obtain results quickly without a fee, bearing in mind that police officer’s time may be limited to reply. 
It is expected that the majority of data will be received from quantitative methods, but it would be beneficial to obtain qualitative data from custody Sargent’s, through interviews within the custody setting. The proposal is to interview 3 custody Sargent’s separately, in a setting that would be used to interview ASD suspects. The interviews would be structured with an aim to determine if custody staff receive the same training as frontline officers, explore custody procedures, and to critically evaluate reasonable adjustments in the custody environment. Where relevant, identical questions will be asked, similar to those contained in the quantitative research, to ensure the ease of data analysis. The interview would end with an open ended question in regards to the environment and interview room, for example, to see if it is identified that square tiles on the wall, could cause distraction to a person with ASD. The purpose of this would be to determine the extent of knowledge and self-reported competence, as was discussed in the study by Crane et al (2016). 
Reliability and validation.
Interviews with custody Sergeants have the potential to be bias due to personal opinion. Having tight control over the questions and answers in a structured format will help alleviate that bias.  According to Denscombe (2010), an advantage of one-to-one interviews is that opinions and views stem from one source. Conducting these interviews in an interview room used for ASD suspects, will also add validation to the data relating to the environment. 
Quantitative data will be obtained from newly qualified police officers in the form of a questionnaire. This will ensure that results are reliable in relation to training received on autism, under the relatively new PEQF training. Care will be taken in designing the questionnaire as these participants are newly qualified and may not have had many, if any experiences of dealing with autistic individuals. Denscombe (2010) states that questionnaires offer little opportunity to check the truthfulness of answers given by participants. Given that the participants are police officers, with honesty and integrity at the core of their ethics, and that they are not identified, It would be expected that the answers to be truthful and reliable, with no motive for dishonesty.
Resource and Time Management.
Due to time constraints from work and family responsibilities, it is paramount that a timeframe is devised, and deadlines are met, to carry out the research. Being organised and ahead of deadlines will allow for unforeseen circumstances. A timetable has been devised in order to meet these objectives. 
Timeline for dissertation.

            My connection to a custody setting will propose that 3 Sargent’s from the same shift will be interviewed on the same day. This will mean that only one is away from the custody desk at any time, as opposed to conducting a focus group. This will save time and travel as only one journey needs to be made to the custody suite. Continued access to free online resources through the University, will ensure that academic research can be conducted around the subject for the literature review. E-mail requests will be made through the police learning and development team, and Survey Monkey will be used to distribute questionnaires. WORD COUNT- 1650
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Figure 3: Hourly mental health incident pattern (by weekday or weekend)
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Source: HMICFRS analysis of Command and Control data submitted by 22 pilot forces to the
Response and Neighbourhood Policing Database

Figure 4: Hourly mental health incident pattern (by day)
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